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Universities commonly use individual teaching development as one of a suite of strategies to improve teaching
and learning outcomes. This paper outlines an individual teaching development programme based on the
tenets of solution-focused brief therapy (SFBT). The programme was trialled with a senior lecturer of a large
third-year subject in an Australian university. The approach resulted in evidence of positive changes in teach-
ing. The potential and wider application of this approach is considered.
 
Introduction: Approaches to University Teaching Development
 
The need to move beyond the traditional skill-focussed approach to academic development
has been well argued (see for example, Ho, 2000). It is now widely recognised among
academic developers that improvements in university teaching should be based on a student-
centred conception of teaching and on the use of teaching strategies that will ultimately
improve student learning outcomes. The questions that remain are those around the most
effective methods for achieving such change in conceptions, strategies, and outcomes.
Studies indicate that providing individual consultation can be an effective method of
improving the quality of teaching (Piccinin, Cristi, and McCoy, 1999). While it has been
argued that the emphasis of academic development must be “on the strategic focus of the
institution as a whole—rather than on the professional development of individual academics”
(Asmar, 2002, p.19), these two foci are not mutually exclusive and it is appropriate for
academic developers to work towards both global strategic initiatives and individual academic
development. After all, it could be argued that the basis of successful institutional change in
the area of teaching is the development of the individual teacher who must make the choice to
implement policy, embrace change, and focus on improving teaching and learning. Whether
we work at the level of the discipline or department, Faculty or college, in a centralised certif-
icate programme or other group consultation setting, the individual university teacher is at the
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core of teaching and learning improvement. He or she is central to students’ day-to-day,
semester-to-semester and overall learning experiences.
The search for effective models and methodologies to guide individual teaching develop-
ment is ongoing. For example, Ho (2000) has proposed an innovative approach synthesising
four models of change incorporated into 10 activities. While this approach seems promising,
the rate at which academic developers take it up may currently be limited by its complexity.
One less complex, and widely used, approach is to base individual academic development on
observations of and feedback on individuals’ teaching. The role of individual observational
feedback has been discussed by MacKinnon (2001) who provides a detailed description and
critique of a single observation and staged feedback process.
MacKinnon also raises the issue of the paradoxical role of the academic developer in an
approach such as this. Specifically she questions how academic developers might resolve
incongruity between the expectations of many academics that they will be given brief, expert
advice relevant to their circumstances and the goal of most developers to encourage reflection
and ongoing change. The model outlined in the current paper provides an approach through
which the potential for this incongruity can be reduced.
 
The Solution-focused Approach
 
This paper provides an outline of a model of individual university teacher development based
on solution-focused brief therapy (SFBT), borrowed from psychological literature and clinical
practice. It is important to note that the teacher development proposed does not consist of
therapy or counselling, but rather that the approach is based on the tenets of the therapy. In
essence, these tenets are that the development should start from the teacher’s current conceptual
base, move at their pace and in ways with which they are comfortable within their particular
context, move toward goals that they have individually specified and be “non-problem” focused.
The overall therapy and its tenets are explained in more detail below. The ways in which these
tenets have been incorporated into a case of individual academic development are then outlined.
 
Solution-focused Brief Therapy (SFBT)
 
From its name, it is evident that brief therapy has a temporal quality, but this does not fully
capture its essence—it is not just short-term. Steenbarger (1992) suggests that it is best
understood as a conceptually planned approach where time limits are considered but the foci
include the change process and the selection of interventions toward an intentional end. The
 
solution-focused
 
 model has emerged in the last 20 years as one form of brief therapy, conceived
and developed by de Shazer and his colleagues (Davis and Osborn, 2000).
 
Central tenets of SFBT.
 
 Ambrose (1997), Berg and Miller (1992), Davis and Osborn (2000),
and Osborn (1996) have each summarised the principles and assumptions of a solution-
focused approach. A brief synthesis of these is presented and each is discussed below.
 
1 The goal of the therapy is determined by the client, based on his/her context, resources and
strengths.   
 
The solution-focused approach always begins where the client is. The client—in
this case, the lecturer—is the expert regarding his/her circumstances and therefore the expert
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on what constitute workable solutions in those circumstances. The academic developer does
not therefore prescribe solutions, but instead generates them from the lecturer’s resources,
and assists the lecturer to refine them and to determine additional solutions if necessary. In
what has been described as a paradigm shift (Davis and Osborn, 2000), the lecturer educates
the academic developer on what “fits” in his/her context.
In a university academic development context, the teacher is the person who decides on the
goal of the development as well as on the solution(s) to the teaching and learning issues at
hand. The developer’s role is to assist the teacher to generate realistic and attainable goals and
to refine solutions. In this approach the teacher is considered the expert on particular strate-
gies that will improve teaching and learning in his or her particular context. The way in which
this, and each of the following, tenets is put into practice is described later in the paper.
 
2 Change and improvement are expected, consistently central, and discussions are oriented to the
present and future.   
 
The expectation that improvement can and will occur is central to the
approach. The focus therefore is on what is possible and changeable, rather than on what may
be ideal, but is impossible. Change is viewed as inevitable, and positive change as likely. This
assumption underpins all strategies used within the framework. An orientation to the present
and future, rather than the past, is essential for this commitment to encouraging change and
growth.
The developer uses questions that assume the inevitability of positive change, such as
“What will be one of the first indicators that this new strategy has been effective?” This focus
is in sharp contrast to one that might include questions such as “What have been the prob-
lems you have had with teaching and student learning?” Such a question is problem-focused
and backward looking. The former, and preferred, question is based on the expectation of
change and improvement, and is forward-looking.
 
3 Problems are maintained by their context—the focus must be on constructing solutions based on
exceptions to problems.   
 
De Shazer (1991) argues that the whole concept of “problem” can be
interpreted as implying another concept—“non-problem”. He explains that for the existence
of every problem or complaint, there are exceptions, that is times when the problem does not
occur despite the fact that the lecturer may have expected it to occur. It is in these exceptions
that the bases of solutions are found.
For example, an individual teacher may perceive a problem such as “I get terrible feedback
from the students on my teaching”. The developer would query this through gently challeng-
ing that problem and looking for exceptions. It is unlikely that 
 
every
 
 piece of feedback received
from students on her teaching has been “terrible”. There may have been some that was
“poor”, “average”, “good”, and so on. In those non-problem exceptions lie the kernels of
solutions that the teacher will recognise with the academic developer’s help.
In this example, the possible reasons students might have given more favourable feedback
are examined for transferable solutions. Lipchick (1988, in de Shazer, 1991) suggests that
these exception behaviours, perceptions, thoughts and feelings contrast with the complaint,
and can generate a solution if they are increased by the lecturer. The academic developer can
assist the lecturer to increase exceptions by raising the her awareness of their existence and
occurrence.
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The ultimate focus of SFBT for both the developer and teacher is “How will we know when
the problem is solved?” The teacher will decide when the problem is solved and, using the
example above, it may be when there are “fewer terrible reports”, or “more good reports”.
 
4 Interventions should be strategically and purposefully chosen and employed. 
 
The central philos-
ophy of the brief solution-focused model is that if a chosen strategy or intervention is working,
its use should be continued and increased; if it is not working, it should not be used and an
alternative strategy tried (de Shazer, Berg, Lipchick, Nunnally, Molnar, Gingerich, and
Weiner-Davis, 1986).
This seems obvious, but de Shazer and his colleagues have noted that in processes designed
to elicit change, the use of strategies that are clearly not effective is often continued. SFBT
makes explicit the common-sense approach of not persisting with such strategies and of trying
others. For example, if an academic developer provided much high quality reading material
for a teacher wishing to improve their teaching as the basis for discussion and work but the
teacher did not read that material, SFBT would suggest trying another strategy for providing
information or ideas to the teacher.
 
Incorporating a Student-centred Conception of Teaching
 
Research by Prosser and Trigwell (1999) has identified a range of conceptions of what univer-
sity teaching is considered to be. These include: 
(a) transmitting concepts of the syllabus;
(b) transmitting the teacher’s knowledge;
(c) helping students acquire concepts from the syllabus;
(d) helping students acquire teacher’s knowledge;
(e) helping students develop conceptions; and
(f) helping students to change conceptions.
At the top of this list, the conceptions are, as Prosser and Trigwell (1999) put it, teacher-
focused and give emphasis to what teachers do. Moving toward the bottom of the list, the
conceptions become increasingly student-focused (Prosser and Trigwell, 1999). The
approach described in this paper combines a student-centred conception of teaching with the
application of solution-focused brief therapy.
 
Application to the university teaching context.   
 
The approach described in this paper was trialled
with a senior lecturer of a large third-year subject in the Faculty of Business (there is no such
Faculty at the University—the name of the Faculty has been changed to protect confidential-
ity) at the University of Melbourne. The University conducts subject evaluations through a
centrally administered survey instrument. The evaluations are compulsory in that question-
naires must be distributed, in one of the final lectures of all subjects, to whichever students
attend on the day of distribution. The instrument includes nine statements about teaching
and learning, feedback, clear goals, workload and multimedia. Students indicate the strength
of their agreement or disagreement with the statements on a five-point scale, from Strongly
Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (5). Mean scores are calculated for each item.
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Individual subjects “at risk”, that is generally with a mean score of less than 3.0 on the
teaching, and perhaps some other relevant items, are identified by a teaching and learning
committee charged with ensuring quality assurance. Where issues appear to be related to indi-
vidual teachers (for example, when there are consistently low levels of student agreement with
the statement, “This subject was well taught”) it is common practice for a dean or head of
department to advise individuals to take some action to improve their teaching. Such action
commonly involves attendance at professional development workshops; peer mentoring and/
or participation in individual teaching development programmes provided through one of the
university academic development services.
In the case described in this paper, an individual teaching development programme
followed previous attempts over five years to improve the lecturer’s teaching, as measured by
scores on the relevant item in the instrument. These previous attempts included significant
changes to the curriculum and assessment methods, increased feedback about their progress
to students in the subject, the lecturer’s attendance at several centrally provided two-hour
teaching skills workshops, and the appointment of a mentor. The mentor worked with the
lecturer for a year, sitting in on approximately 40 per cent of lectures and giving extensive
written and verbal advice and tips on teaching. It should be noted that the lecturer voluntarily
and willingly participated in all of these activities and some of them were at his instigation.
The combined effort in all of these strategies over five years resulted in little movement in
the mean score on the teaching item in the questionnaire: these scores are shown in Table 1.
It was therefore decided that a tailored individual programme for the lecturer be developed by
the author as part of her academic development work.
 
Method and Results
 
Although Prosser and Trigwell (1997) have documented the argument of the centrality of
conceptions of teaching for improving teaching, there are no accounts of the application of
SFBT for improving university teaching in the literature. The approach described in this
paper is therefore the first account of the application of SFBT in this context as well as being
unique in the combination of frameworks it encompasses. Due to the nature of the approach
 
Table 1. Mean scores for lecturer on teaching item in quality of
teaching questionnaire
Year Mean score on teaching item
1997 2.8
1998 2.8
1999 3.1
2000 2.9
2001 2.9
 
Note
 
: The teaching item was “This subject was well taught”. Students 
indicated the strength of their agreement or disagreement with the 
statements on a five-point scale: Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree (2), 
Neither Agree nor Disagree (3), Agree (4), Strongly Agree (5).
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used, it is necessary to outline the method and corresponding outcomes and results simulta-
neously.
 
Overall Programme
 
The individual programme consisted of six face-to-face sessions between the academic devel-
oper and the lecturer, e-mail communication, and the conduct of and provision of a report on
a student focus group interview with a sample of the lecturer’s students. The six sessions were
conducted in an informal “lecturer-friendly” manner using language with which the lecturer
was comfortable. This created a “natural” university academic development atmosphere,
rather than the more formal clinical or strictly therapeutic climate where SFBT might be
more commonly practised.
After the lecturer had been advised and had readily agreed to meet with the academic
developer and prior to the first session, the academic developer sent an e-mail to make initial
contact, establish rapport and arrange a suitable time to meet. The e-mail also indicated that
the intended approach was to be different from the ones previously employed with the
lecturer. The academic developer received a positive and enthusiastic reply and a time for the
first session was arranged.
 
Session 1: Shifting the conception of teaching.   
 
The purpose of this session was to “shape”
perceptions of the problem by beginning to shift the lecturer’s conception of teaching. The
aim was to assist the lecturer to begin to see teaching from the student point of view.
In terms of the conception of teaching component, the approach described here is based on
a conception focusing on whether or not students acquire concepts from the syllabus (“c” in
the list above) and/or teacher’s knowledge (“d” in the list). These conceptions were chosen
because they were close to those the lecturer had at the beginning of the programme—that is,
“a” conceptions (transmitting concepts of the syllabus) and “b” conceptions (transmitting the
teacher’s knowledge)—and, as explained above, the solution-focused brief therapy compo-
nent of the approach used here stresses the importance of starting from “where the client is”.
A shift from conceptions “a” and “b” to conceptions “c” and “d” would be necessary to move
beyond a focus on teacher behaviours and towards one that emphasised student learning.
Early in the first session, the academic developer acknowledged the lecturer’s perception
that the “problem” of poor teaching evaluations was his responsibility, since this interpreta-
tion had already been communicated by the lecturer at the beginning of this session. Immedi-
ately after this acknowledgment, the academic developer suggested to the lecturer that “we
take some of the pressure off you and shift some of the responsibility for student learning to
the students themselves”. The developer and the lecturer then had a discussion about the
limits of his responsibility and about switching the lecturer’s focus from his teaching to his
students’ learning. Rather than being singled out as the only person responsible for student
learning, the lecturer was supported in shifting some of this responsibility to the students. The
lecturer accepted this suggestion readily and student responses to his teaching became the
focus of discussion for the remainder of the session.
When asked what he thought students were doing while he was teaching, he considered this
for some time before indicating that some seemed to talk a lot in the first 15 minutes of the
lecture and then stated, “I think they’re mostly sitting there asleep”. In order to begin to
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identify exceptions to this problem as the basis for solutions, the academic developer pointed
out that he had reported that only 
 
some
 
 students were talking, which meant some were not.
The academic developer also pointed out that although they may be “
 
mostly
 
 sitting there
asleep” they were not 
 
entirely
 
 doing so—at least some students were attentive. He was also
asked to consider, between this session and the next, what changes in student learning behav-
iour he would like to see. Two possible examples, “less talking in the first 15 minutes of the
lecture”, and “more alert faces” were given to prompt his thinking.
Finally, in order to encourage thinking along the lines of a student-focused conception of
teaching, the academic developer gave the lecturer a vignette, written by a successful lecturer
in a similar field at the same university, to read and consider. This other lecturer regularly
receives unusually and consistently high mean scores on the teaching item on subject evalua-
tions. He has written about his approach to teaching, the basis of which is considering the
 
likely student perspective
 
 on the material he teaches, and preparing and delivering his lectures
with the 
 
student at the forefront of his thinking
 
. He also carefully incorporates student contribu-
tions to his lectures in the form of, for example, their answers to increasingly difficult prob-
lems. The similarities between the lecturer’s situation and that of the other lecturer were
pointed out, both in the nature of the subject matter they teach and in the diversity of ability
and interest in the subject matter of their student cohorts. The lecturer indicated he would
read and consider the vignette “with interest”.
To follow up on this session, the following day the academic developer e-mailed the lecturer
some suggestions for getting students more actively involved in lectures, including asking them
questions about the material covered, asking for examples of the application of a concept
covered, using quizzes and so on. The developer received an acknowledgment and thanks.
 
Session 2: Determination of possible solutions.   
 
The purpose of this session was to further shape
perceptions of the problem and to identify exceptions to the problem and thereby determine
solutions. According to the SFBT approach, in this context the academic developer should
listen for reports of student behaviour that are not a “problem”.
The academic developer asked the lecturer what changes in student behaviour he would
like to see. After some struggling with the focus (the lecturer wanted to talk about what he did
in the lecture that was different) he indicated that he would like to see them “more actively
involved”. The developer asked the lecturer how he would know if his students were more
actively involved. In response, he drew a diagram on his office whiteboard that had “atten-
tion” on the X axis and “time” on the Y axis and a line that peaked at about 20 minutes of a
50-minute lecture and then trailed off. He explained that his intention was to cause attention
to peak again and hopefully stay high after an intervention of some kind. With some further
prompting, he admitted that what was looking for was evidence of “student attention”.
The following questions from the SFBT framework were formulated and posed to help the
lecturer specify desired student learning behaviours and what evidence might constitute, for
him, “student attention”: 
 
●
 
What do the students do when they are sitting there asleep?
 
●
 
When the students are 
 
not
 
 sitting there asleep, what are they doing?
 
●
 
What is different for you at those times?
 
●
 
What will have to take place for that to happen more often?
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These questions were designed to increase the lecturer’s awareness of exceptions to the prob-
lem of students “sitting there asleep”.
The lecturer had, however, already begun to change the manner in which he conducted his
lectures based on his modified conception of teaching after Session 1. While focused on the
practical changes, he found it difficult to answer these questions. Instead he described some
of the strategies he had been using. One such strategy that he had chosen was taking a micro-
phone and walking around among the students asking questions, and he had tried out this
strategy in the last lecture before the current session.
The academic developer asked how he knew that this strategy was making students more
actively involved. After a lengthy pause, he admitted that he 
 
assumed
 
 that doing so “generates
adrenalin” and “means they are more alert because they might be asked a question” but that
he was not certain students 
 
were
 
 actively involved and/or learning.
Some strategies to encourage the students to be more actively involved were then devised
collaboratively. In addition to continuing with “the roving microphone”, these included: 
 
●
 
using exercises in the middle of the class, for example asking students to have a brief
discussion with their neighbour or asking students to undertake a brief quiz; and
 
●
 
giving students a problem to ponder at the end of the lecture, with a warning that they
would be asked for their reflections/responses in the next lecture.
To encourage the shift in conception of teaching, the session ended with a reminder from the
academic developer that the lecturer should focus on 
 
student reactions to
 
 these techniques, as
well as on the techniques themselves. The lecturer was asked to observe and note the things
that are happening with the students that he would like to keep happening and report on these
in the next session. This was in line with the third principle of SFBT, explained earlier, which
suggests that the developer can assist lecturers to increase exceptions by raising awareness of
their existence and occurrence. The lecturer finally made the unsolicited comment that,
“What you’ve given me is a constructive way to go through this semester”, indicating his view
that the approach was proving valuable for him.
 
Session 3: Review of solutions so far.   
 
When asked “How did this week go?” the lecturer imme-
diately reported two reactions from students that he had noticed. This response to an open-
ended question indicated a notable shift from focusing on his own behaviours, as he had done
in sessions 1 and 2, to describing those of students.
One student reaction reported was that towards the end of the lecture students did not
begin packing up (as had usually been the case). The second student behaviour reported was
“students smiling and a warmth in the atmosphere” that the lecturer indicated he had not
noticed before. He also reported finding that “moving through … and interacting with the
crowd” has led to a “better vibe than last year”. Specifically, he reported with obvious plea-
sure, that when he responded to a student “that’s a very good answer” there were “many
smiles—there’s a reaction there”.
These reports indicate that the lecturer had begun to embrace a new conception of
student-centred teaching and that a number of SFBT principles had been operationalised.
Specifically, his conception of teaching had begun to shift from “transmitting concepts and
knowledge” to “helping students acquire concepts and knowledge”. In terms of SFBT prin-
ciples, the goal of “waking students up” had been determined by the lecturer, found to be
 Improving Individual University Teaching
 
85
appropriate as a basis for improving teaching and learning, and continued to be the focus
of the approach. This is illustrative of the first three principles of SFBT, as outlined earlier
in the paper, that the goal of the therapy is determined by the client (in this case the
lecturer), that change and improvement are expected and consistently central, and that the
focus is on constructing solutions.
The lecturer indicated that he intended to spend time preparing the lectures for the next
week incorporating ways in which the students could participate, “maybe using a little exer-
cise” and certainly using the “mixing with the crowd” strategy, which he described as “great”.
The lecturer also reported “a liberating feeling” that he felt had arisen from his new under-
standing that he did “not have to know everything”. In addition, outside these sessions, a
mutual colleague reported that the lecturer mentioned to her that the work being undertaken
in and around the sessions had given him “a new direction”. These reports indicated a shift in
the lecturer’s understanding of where responsibility for learning lay—with 
 
both
 
 himself 
 
and
 
 the
students, rather than with him alone. The reports also indicated the lecturer’s perception of
the value of the approach for him.
 
Student Perceptions
 
With the lecturer’s agreement, between sessions 3 and 4 the academic developer conducted a
focus group interview with a small sample (
 
N
 
 = 6) of students undertaking this subject. This
interview gathered general student views on the subject and on the teaching in particular. One
of the interview strategies was the use of scaling questions. These are often used in SFBT to
escape from “problem-saturated” thinking. As the interviewees had volunteered a number of
problems with the teaching in the subject during the interview, they were asked: 
 
On a scale of 1-10, with 10 meaning that they believe this subject is “extremely well taught” and “1”
meaning that you believe it is “extremely badly taught”, where would you put yourself at this stage?
 
Their responses were noted and they were then asked, 
 
When your choice is one point closer to 10, what will be happening with the teaching or learning that is not
happening now?
 
As Ambrose (1997) points out, these questions help prompt a vision of “what might be”. It is
useful to determine what students perceive good teaching to be, as knowledge of this may help
the lecturer adjust his teaching to these perceptions.
Student responses to the scaling questions contributed to a set of recommendations for the
ongoing meetings between the lecturer and the academic developer. These recommendations
were e-mailed to him prior to the fourth meeting along with the suggestion that these were the
three areas on which the sessions should now concentrate: 
1. The continuing use of exercises, quizzes, questions and so on during the lectures to
engage the students and give them the opportunities to test their understanding and apply
their learning;
2. The incorporation of current examples 
 
from the students
 
 that demonstrate their ability to
apply the concepts; and
3. The use of fewer pauses in his speech. Students had reported that the inappropriate use of
pauses—specifically their frequent use mid-sentence and their overuse generally—was
both interrupting the flow of the lecture and distracting students from the content.
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Session 4: Review of further possible solutions.   
 
The three suggested areas of concentration were
discussed in this session. In relation to the first one, the continued use of exercises and other
engaging activities, the lecturer indicated he would continue to use these as it was clear that
they were successful: “These innovations are making me more ‘user friendly’”. He also
intended to use a video segment he had used in previous years, but with a significant change.
Where he had previously played the video then summarised it himself, he would instead warn
students that he would be asking questions after it, play it, and then ask the students ques-
tions. These intended strategies are further evidence of a shift in conception of teaching and
in the usefulness of the SFBT scaling questions with the students.
The second area focused on the incorporation of current examples 
 
from the students
 
 where
possible. The lecturer indicated that he would keep using his own examples—students had
indicated they were confused by these—because examples were essential to the understanding
of a concept. He had decided, however, that he would add an explanation of the reasons 
 
why
 
he used these examples, which should both alleviate student confusion and enhance their
understanding of the concepts. He would then ask students for further examples of the same
phenomenon or concept “with a few up my sleeve, in case none were forthcoming from the
students”. He specifically commented that he liked the suggestion that the examples come
from the students, rather than from him. This seemed to indicate his level of comfort with the
shift in conception of teaching.
The overuse of pauses was the most difficult part of the feedback for the lecturer to accept.
While admitting that he has paused a lot in the past, his recollection is that, “I have not done
it this semester”. He conceded that if he were pausing inexplicably or frequently, this would
be annoying for students. It was agreed that he should “keep an eye on it” and that perhaps
having his attention brought to it from the student point of view would be helpful in monitor-
ing and reducing pauses, particularly mid-sentence. In addition, he agreed that more prepara-
tion around the difficult parts of the lecture might be helpful in avoiding losing his train of
thought and therefore unnecessarily pausing while lecturing.
 
Session 5: Maintaining the gains.   
 
During this session, the lecturer reported that the students
“don’t seem unhappy” and that they appeared to be listening and taking notes. They were
also still not packing up before the end of the lecture. His overall appraisal of what was
happening in lectures indicated that he was still focusing on the students rather than princi-
pally on himself and his teaching behaviours. However, he also reported that the students now
seem “quite flat” and have “no spark” compared to their earlier enthusiasm. Further, the tone
of the comments was such it was possible a “problem mentality” had returned for the lecturer.
To counteract this, the academic developer asked the following scaling question: 
 
On a scale of 1–10, with 10 meaning that you are no longer concerned about student learning—that is,
their learning is ideal and they are being “perfectly taught” and “1” meaning that you are extremely
concerned about their learning—it is very, very poor; where would you put yourself at this stage of the
subject?
 
The lecturer responded: “Seven. Five point five is the median, six is OK. Bit above that”.
Note that the next question is phrased as if change is inevitable: 
 
When your choice is one point closer to 10, that is, eight, what will be happening with the students that is
not happening now?
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The lecturer’s response indicated that if students came up to him after lectures and indicated
their gratitude for his teaching he would know that his teaching was “higher on the scale”.
However, the lecturer’s demeanour indicated that this was not a line of discussion he wished
to pursue at this point. As the first SFBT principle outlined earlier indicates, the goals must
be determined by the lecturer, within his context and resources and according to his
strengths. The matter was not pursued further.
The lecturer then indicated his plan for the rest of the semester would be to: 
 
●
 
continue to walk among the students and, as he put it, “be one of them”;
 
●
 
“keep mixing and matching” the exercises, quizzes, questions, and activities he was using
to continue to engage students;
 
●
 
try to incorporate waiting time when he asks questions;
 
●
 
congratulate students on attempts at responses/involvement; and
 
●
 
continue to monitor, and as far as possible apologise for/explain, any pauses he notices he is
using (while acknowledging that pausing will not be eliminated completely).
The academic developer sent an e-mail the following day to re-iterate this plan and received
an acknowledgment and thanks from the lecturer.
 
Session 6: Review of the approach.   
 
The lecturer started this final session by mentioning that “it
is Week 10 of a 12-week semester” and that “everyone is getting tired”. He then reported that
he had noticed recently that students were “falling asleep” in the lecture and that one student
he knows normally to be particularly alert and interested “had glazed-over eyes”. He
recounted with delight that he had clapped his hands loudly and suddenly without warning in
front of the microphone and joked with the students that they needed to wake up. He
reported many smiles in reply and an attempt on the part of most students to re-engage and
pay attention.
The strategies that had been tried to improve his teaching over the semester were discussed.
The lecturer indicated that he was proud of his teaching and of his attempts to improve his
teaching. He gave the following example to illustrate his development: 
 
In the lecture I gave yesterday, years ago I gave a lecture on the same topic and I used to have twice as
much material, and I would just stand at the front and lecture it. A few years ago I had much less material
and there would be less content but I would still lecture. Yesterday, I still had less material but I got the
students to “teach” about one third of it—they did most of the work.
 
This is evidence of the shift in conception of teaching from transmitting concepts of the sylla-
bus and/or transmitting the teacher’s knowledge to helping students be active participants in
learning concepts from the syllabus and the teacher’s knowledge.
He reported that the subject tutors had told him that the students were “more active and
interested” this year than in previous years and that he thought this “may be because of what
we’ve been doing” (through the approach described in this paper). In line with earlier, similar
comments, and referring specifically to moving from perceiving “100% responsibility” for
student learning to sharing that responsibility with students, he added that overall he has
found the approach “very liberating”. He explained, “If I’m stuck, I ask the students. I don’t
have to know everything. I don’t have to be Superman”.
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Finally the academic developer asked about the effects on the lecturer, if any, of reading the
vignette from the other lecturer given in the first session. The lecturer indicated that the
vignette had been useful and that the main thing he had noticed initially was that the other
lecturer got the students to participate during lectures. The lecturer reported thinking to
himself at the time “That’s strange—
 
how
 
 do you do 
 
that
 
?”. He went on, “I don’t know how 
 
I
 
started going up among the students but I did. Well, I had seen [another lecturer in the
Department] doing it. Then I did it in one lecture theatre and realised I could do it in the
other [lecture theatre where physical movement is not so easy]”.
One of the most interesting aspects of the lecturer’s recall of the process is that he did not
recount the initial discussion about switching the focus from his teaching to student learning.
It seems that once the focus was off him as the source of the “problem”, he was freer to
attempt what would have ordinarily been very risky changes to his teaching behaviour.
 
Overall Effectiveness of the Approach
 
At the end of the subject, the mean score on the teaching item on the subject evaluation ques-
tionnaire was 3.2. This indicated an upward shift of 0.3 from the score the previous two years
and the highest score for him in five years. While this would not seem to be a huge increase,
this mean score represented not only the highest score the lecturer had received in the previ-
ous five years but ensured the subject was removed from the “at risk” category employed by
the university to monitor quality.
In the approach described here, the way in which a lecturer is encouraged to shift his
conception of teaching is simple but, as the application has demonstrated, potentially effec-
tive. In his own words, the lecturer was “liberated” from a restrictive and limiting view of
teaching through the means of suggestion, feedback and access to an account from a success-
ful teacher who had taught from a student-centred view of teaching.
The SFBT component of the approach is potentially useful in university teaching develop-
ment. In the case described here, the lecturer determined and therefore had ownership of and
a commitment to the goals of the approach, which fitted both his context and abilities. The
subtle yet underpinning expectation of improvement and the focus on generating solutions
moved the process of change forward rapidly and effectively. Almost without realising he was
doing so, the lecturer incorporated significant changes to the way he taught.
 
Conclusions
 
For the approach described here to be successful the lecturer must be cooperative and actively
involved. In the present case, the lecturer had sought help and was an enthusiastic and
committed participant. Further, the lecturer had already experienced five years of interven-
tion. Although these had not been wholly successful, in this case such a history provided a
platform for change that may have been a necessary component of the success of this inter-
vention. Dependence on cooperation or a willingness to embrace change might limit the
applicability of the approach with another lecturer or in different circumstances.
One drawback of the approach outlined here is that it is a somewhat time-consuming
and costly process for academic developers. However, it is likely to be particularly useful
in responding to instances where there are severe problems, or major concerns with an
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individual’s teaching. While costly in one sense, the approach has the potential to help
avoid the human and resource costs of formal complaints from students and consequent
staff appraisal and discipline processes which, in terms of improving teaching and learn-
ing, may have a zero sum effect.
This paper has outlined a single case study using a solution-focused approach, and an
evidence-based evaluation of the approach or its potential cannot be made on the basis of just
one case study. Further work and the application to larger numbers of teaching staff are
necessary, as is a robust evaluation based on a number of teaching and learning outcome indi-
cators.
The approach described in this paper provides a potentially useful approach to individual
teaching development in universities. This preliminary investigation of an individual student-
centred solution-focused approach indicates that the approach has the potential to improve
teaching and learning. The outcomes of this investigation may encourage others to experi-
ment with this approach in different university contexts.
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